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Mrs. Oliver Hazard Perry and Margaret Mason Perry, ca. 1845. Photographfrom a 
lost daguerreotype. From private collection. Photograph by Henry A. La Farge. 
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Nurturing Art and Family: 
The Newport Life of 
Margaret Mason Perry La Farge 
Mary A. La Farge and James L. Yarnall 
Her obituary was succinct: "She was a woman of much intellectual attainment, but 
was devoted to her family and home."1 Much more should be said of Margaret Mason 
Perry La Farge (1839-1925), the daughter of an illustrious Newport family who married 
the important American artist John La Farge (1835-1910). For over half a century, she 
provided financial security and moral guidance for their seven children, offsetting her 
husband's propensity for financial and legal turmoil. It is a tribute to Margaret's 
resilience and dedication that the family prospered, and her children grew up to 
include a prolific architect, an artist, a successful businessman, and one of the lead-
ing Catholic priests of the twentieth century. 
On her paternal side, Margaret descended from one of Newport's most celebrated 
families. Her father, Dr. Christopher Grant Perry (1812-1854), was a son of Commodore 
Oliver Hazard Perry (1785-1819), the naval hero ofthe Battle of Lake Erie in the War of 
1812. Margaret's great-uncle, Matthew Calbraith Perry (1794-1858), opened Japan to 
Western trade and diplomacy in 1853. Margaret's maternal family had no less distin-
guished roots in old Philadelphia. Her mother, Muriel Frances (Fanny) Sergeant (1817-
1903), was the daughter of Pennsylvania Supreme Court Judge Thomas Sergeant 
(1782-1860) and a great-granddaughter of Benjamin Franklin. Fanny, known to her 
own grandchildren as Nonna, was a devout Episcopalian who "disapproved in a 
general way of the Church of Rome."2 
Authors' Note : Research conducted by the late Henry A. La Farge for his catalogue raisonne of the works of his 
grandfather John La Farge, now collected into the archives known as the La Farge Catalogue Raisonne Inc., 
provided many factual points in this article. Unless otherwise noted, all copy photographs are provided from the 
archives of the catalogue and were taken by James L. Yarnall. The authors especially appreciate the help of 
Natalie N. Nicholson, a great-granddaughter of Stephen P. Barker, for help in identifying the houses at Paradise 
in which La Farge lived. William Vareika kindly assisted with the identification of the Middletown residences, as 
well as those in Newport. Special thanks are also extended to: Bertram Lippincott III, M. Joan Youngken, and the 
staff of the Newport Historical Society; Paul Miller of The Preservation Society of Newport County; Annemarie 
Houston, for information from the archives of Sl. Mary's Church; Francine Corcione, the research associate of the 
La Farge Catalogue Raisonne; Robert A. Hecht, who shared his unpublished manuscript on John La Farge S.J. and 
helped in several phone conversations; Dr. and Mrs. Howard Browne; Mr. and Mrs. William C. Sink; Mr. and Mrs. 
Charles A. Dana; and Oliver La Farge Hamill. 
I. "Mrs. John La Farge," obituary, Newport Mercury, 9 May 1925, p. I. 
2. John La Farge S.1., The Manner is Ordinary (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1954), p. 18. See 
also, Jan M. Copes, "The Perry Family: A Newport Naval Dynasty of the Early Republic," Newport 
History, vol. 66, part 2, fall 1994. 
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Such sentiment paled next to the "hatred of everything Catholic" harbored by 
Oliver Hazard Perry's widow, the former Elizabeth Champlin Mason (1791-1858), also 
an Episcopalian. Known to Margaret as Grandma Perry, she lived on the Touro Street 
side of Washington Square in a large colonial house that now faces a bronze statue 
commemorating her late husband.3 Margaret was born in this edifice on February 26, 
1839, and "passed much of her earlier childhood in the house." The residence had a 
"beautiful garden, with its fruit-trees, bushes, and flowers," which, like other gardens 
once lining the square from Long Wharf to Spring Street, have long since vanished.4 
Margaret later regretted that she had not pressed her grandmother for more informa-
tion about her famous grandfather: 
The only thing I remember about the house my grandfather bought just before he 
went away to take command at Erie, was that he said that just as soon as he came 
back he would have the slabs of wood, rustication as it is called, covered with 
plaster and sand to look like stone! This was never done. I was born in the north 
east corner room. My Grandmother never talked to me about my grandfather and 
I now wish that I had asked her questions or got her to talk of the time of 
Commodore Perry's life. At the time I was born he had been dead almost 20 
years, he never seemed to belong to the family at all, but to be a personage quite 
outside it! Perhaps it is not strange that after so long a lapse of time my Grand-
mother did not talk of her husband.s 
One of Margaret's earliest memories linked the domicile with her grandmother's 
fanatical anti-Catholicism. "Grandma Perry firmly believed that the Church was the 
Scarlet Woman ... [and] her teachings ... were closely associated with the idea that the 
sun would tum blood red before the Last Judgment." One day while gazing from an 
upper window of the mansion, Margaret observed a brilliant red sunset over Newport 
Harbor-so red that she "really thought the end of the world was coming."6 
Sometime in the 1840s, Margaret moved from Grandma Perry's house with her 
parents and siblings, Oliver Hazard II (1842-1913), Thomas Sergeant (1845-1928), and 
Frances Sergeant (1848-1918). When asked about her subsequent abodes, Margaret 
noted that "they have been many." The family first resided in a house on Church 
3. The edifice, then numbered 9 Washington Square, today is 29 Touro Street. Peter Buliod owned the house 
by 1760; he sold it in 1761 to Moses Seixas, who used it as a banking house until Commodore Perry bought 
it the fall of 1818, not long before the expedition in early 1819 that led to his premature death from typhoid. 
The Salvation Army occupied the house for many years before its conversion to business offices. Today 
it is called the Buliod-Perry House, or at times simply the Perry Mansion. The statue commemorating 
Oliver Hazard Perry is by W.C. Turner, and was cast in 1884 at Florence, Italy. 
4. Margaret [Angela) La Farge, "Old Newpon," Scribner's Magazine, vol. 62, Nov. 1917, p. 546. 
5. Oliver H.P. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation with Margaret Mason Perry La Farge), 4 Jan. 1923, Private 
Archives, Princeton, New Jersey. 
6. La Farge, Mallller is Ordinary, p. 18. 
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Margaret spent much of her adolescence in this house at 28 Catherine Street in 
Newport, which was built about 1850 by Margaret 's fa ther. Photograph by James L. 
Yarnall. 
Street "almost opposite" St. John's Masonic Lodge, but a dearth of documents from 
the late 1840s and early 1850s makes it impossible to identify this house today, if it still 
stands.7 
Most of Margaret's youthful memories [evolved around their next residence, "the 
Riggs House on Catherine St. next to what is now Pine Lodge."8 Located at 28 
Catherine Street, halfway down the block between Brinley Street and Tompkin's Court, 
the "house was on the south side of the court and I well remember two Normandy 
Poplars at the top of the court. We used to play in the court and had a garden there 
also."9 Over time, this modest wooden edifice, built by Margaret's father around 
7. Most likely, they lived in a leased house located on the south side of Church Street on land now occupied 
by the Boys and Girls Clubs of Newport County. During the years in question (1845-1854), city directories 
were not yet published. In La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation), 7 Jan. 1923, Margaret noted that by that 
year the structure had been "much altered." 
8. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation], 4 Jan. 1923. 
9. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation], 7 Jan. 1923. 
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1850, has lost its original open porch and acquired some later stick-style detailing, but 
otherwise has not been greatly altered.1O During her teen years spent in this house, 
while she evidently attended Newport public schools, Margaret had a rather plain 
visage with striking dark eyes.l1 Her father, who had been in poor health for years, 
died when she was fifteen. 
In the fall of 1856, Margaret took a trip to Louisiana with Mrs. Mary Porter, a friend 
of her mother's. Mrs. Porter was typical of the wealthy Southerners who frequented 
ante-bellum Newport each summer. In 1849, she inherited a fortune from her husband, 
James C. Porter, a wealthy lawyer from New Orleans who had, in tum, inherited the 
wealth of his brother, Judge Alexander Porter (1785-1844).12 In 1855-1856, Mrs. Porter 
built a large stone house called "Porter Villa" or "Old Castle" on Greenough Place 
near Catherine Street, just a block away from Margaret's residence. 13 This massive 
Italianate edifice, still standing at 25 Greenough Place, served only as a summer 
cottage. Mrs. Porter and her children passed most of the year at Oak Lawn, a planta-
tion near New Orleans, formerly belonging to Alexander Porter. 14 Oak Lawn featured 
a Greek Revival mansion built in 1837 on forty acres of heavily wooded land at the 
10. Newport Land Evidence Books do not record the date at which Margaret's father purchased the property. 
According to the Rhode Island Statewide Survey of Historic Bui[dings, conducted in [969, the property 
was vacant in [850. By [859, the house was on the lot. Given Margaret's statements, she obviously lived 
there throughout the [850s, both before and after her father's death in [854. The house, used for many 
years as apartments, is presently under renovation by its owners, Mr. and Mrs. William C. Sink. We appre-
ciate their help in identifying the house through their research in the Land Evidence records relevant to 
this block of Catherine Street. 
I [. Margaret never discussed her schooling, and there are no specific records during the 1840s and 1850s that 
might elucidate her attendance at any of the more than twenty schools in Newport . She later favored 
public education for her own children, perhaps out of economy, but probably because her own experience 
had been favorable. 
[2. "Alexander Porter," Dictionary of American Biography, vol. 15 (1935), pp. 81-82. Alexander Porter was a 
jurist and senator involved in founding Louisiana's state legislature. In the late [820s, he organized "Oak 
Lawn" plantation along the Bayou Teche. His specialization in sugar cane farming earned him the nick-
name "Molasses King." His wife and children predeceased him, leaving his brother James as his heir 
["Death of James Porter," Newport Mercury, 14 Apr. 1849, p. 13]. In "Praises Newport· High[y: Former 
Ambassador Child Gives Reasons for Living Here" [Newport Daily News, 17 Jul. 1929, p. 4], Ambassador 
Richard Washburn Child, who bought Porter Villa in 1929, relates colorful stories about the house that 
sound large[y fictive. He erroneously terms James Porter the "Molasses King" and proposes that masons 
used molasses in the place of water for mixing the mortar for the house. 
13. [Editorial], Newport Mercury, 7 Jun. 1856, p. 2. Ambassador Child believed that the house had been begun 
by James C. Porter in 1848, the year before his death and the first year that he came to Newport. This does 
not seem to be the case. 
14. [Editorial], Newport Mercury, 21 Jun. 1863, p. 2, quoting a correspondent from the Boston Herald. To 
protect her Southern interests, Mrs. Porter sold Porter Villa after the start of the Civil War in 1861 , according 
to a letter to the editor {Newport Mercury, 3 Jun. 1865, p. 2]. This letter was written on the occasion of the 
accidental drowning death of Mrs. Porter' s son, Alexander. 
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Margaret Mason Perry, probably taken shortly before her marriage to John La 
Farge. Photograph from private collection. 
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Irish Bend of the Bayou Teche near Franklin. Before the Civil War, hundreds of slaves 
reportedly worked the plantation. Today, it is an historic tourist site known as "Oaklawn . 
Manor." 
Margaret's recollections of the 1856 trip to Louisiana with Mrs. Porter and two of 
her children, Annie and Mary, revolved around their itinerary: 
The first visit I paid to New Orleans or rather to the Porters at their plantation 
was in the autumn and winter of 1856-1857 ... .1 had been very ill with what we 
should now call typhoid, and my Mother was persuaded that the change would 
be good for me. Mrs. Porter was a great friend of my Mother and had often asked 
. her to spend the winter with herr;] the Porters lived in the stone house on 
Greenough Place. We went by New York and Albany, Rochester, Syracuse and 
Cincinnati I think, stopping each night, and travelling by railway each day till we 
struck the Ohio River and took a boat to Louisville and from there by steamer to 
New Orleans on the Mississippi. We were three weeks on the way altogether. 
The boats were comfortable, and the Porters['] Plantation was some miles from 
New Orleans. They had about 500 slaves on their coUon plantation, but we came 
in contact with only about 20 on the immediate grounds and in the house, they 
were trained servants and excellent. Mary Porter was about the age of my sister 
and Annie was older, about fourteen at the time, I was 18, my sister was nine 
years younger than I. She staid [sic] with my grandmother during our absence. IS 
Margaret's next trip to the Porter plantation came at the age of twenty, not many 
months after she met John La Farge. 16 The prelude to this trip was a courtship that 
alarmed both families since, at a time when interfaith marriage was uncommop, La 
Farge was Roman Catholic and Margaret Episcopalian. 
La Farge spent his youth in a Manhattan where brownstones lined the streets and 
farm animals roamed vacant lots. His father, John Frederick La Farge (1786-1858), was 
a former lieutenant in Napoleon's army who made a fortune in shipping and real estate 
after emigrating to America in 1806. His mother, Louisa Josephine Binsse de Saint-
Victor (1813-1895), came from an aristocratic French family that had escaped the 
French Revolution in the 1790s. She was twenty-seven years younger than John 
Frederick when she married him on December 17,1832.17 John La Farge, born on 
March 31, 1835, was the first of their nine children. IS 
15. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversationl , 4 Jan. 1923. 
16. Confusion over the dating and number of trips unfortunately abounds. Cf. La Farge, [Notes on a Conver-
sationl , 4 Jan. 1923, where Margaret notes her second trip in 1858-1859 "when I was engaged to Mr. La 
Farge," even though she did not meet La Farge until mid-1859. See also La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 
19, where the trips are erroneously noted in "two consecutive winters of 1858-59 and 1859-60." 
17. Their marriage record has recently been discovered in the rosters of Saint Patrick' s Old Cathedral, New 
York. 
18. According 10 family records, the eight younger La Farge siblings were: Louis ( 1836-1888), Henry (1839· 
1906), Alphonse (1840-1889), Marie Louise (1843-1899), Emily (1846-1932), Francis ( 1847-1876), Marie 
Angele (1850-1907), and Aimee (1852-1938). 
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John La Farge, ca. 1857. From a daguerreotype at the Yale University Art Gallery, 
New Haven, Connecticut. Gift of Frances S. Childs in memory of Henry A. La Farge. 
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La Farge grew up surrounded by art. His maternal grandfather, a miniaturist, taught 
him to draw at an early age, and art remained a favorite subject during his education 
at Columbia Grammar School in New York and two Catholic colleges-St. John's (now 
Fordham University) and its parent school, Mount Saint Mary's near Emmitsburg, 
Maryland. After graduating from the latter in 1853, La Farge followed his father's 
wishes and apprenticed with a New York law concern. With a grave demeanor comple-
mented by the wire-rimmed glasses that he needed to correct myopia, La Farge ap-
peared to be headed for a law career. 
La Farge never gave up his love of art. Even during his years as an aspiring lawyer, 
he spent his spare time studying in the New York atelier of Fran~ois Regis Gignoux 
(1816-1882).19 This interest was furthered by a trip to Europe in the spring of 1856 
given to him by his father as a twenty-first birthday present. Thanks to the connec-
tions of his mother's family, he mingled in Parisian salons, and, at his father's urging, 
studied briefly with Thomas Couture (1815-1879), an acclaimed salon painter and 
popular teacher. 20 Word that his father, then aged about seventy-two, had been 
taken gravely ill called La Farge back to New York in December 1857. John Frederick 
lingered six months longer before dying suddenly in late June 1858 on the family's 
country estate at Glen Cove, Long Island. 
La Farge inherited enough of his father's money to be independently wealthy. No 
longer concerned with earning a living, and freed from parental pressure to pursue a 
law career, he took quarters in a new studio building that had just been built near 
Washington Square in New York, where he still lived in his father's former house. This 
Tenth Street Studio Building was a cauldron for artistic talent, and La Farge found 
himself in the company of major artists, such as the Hudson River School painters 
John Frederick Kensett (1816-1872) and Sanford Robinson Gifford (1823-1880). He 
also met architects who figured prominently later in his life, including the building's 
designer, Richard Morris Hunt (1828-1895).21 These contacts helped propel La Farge 
into an artistic career. 
19. Leonce Benectite. "La Peinture Fran~aise et Les Etats-Unis," in E. Boutroux et ai, Les Etats-Unis et la 
France, leurs rapports historiques, artistiques et sociaux (Paris: Librairie Felix Alcan, 1914), p. 78. Cf. H. 
Barbara Weinberg, The Decorative Work of John La Farge (New York: Garland Publishing, 1977), p. 23. 
Gignoux emigrated from Lyons, France to America in 1844. 
20. Royal Cortissoz, John La Farge. A Memoir and a Study (New York and Boston: Houghton Mifflin Com-
pany, 1911), p. 90. 
21 Garnett McCoy, "Visits, Parties, and Cats in the Hall : The Tenth Street Studio Building and its Inmates in 
the Nineteenth Century," Archives of American Art Journal , vol. 6, Jan. 1966, pp. 1-2. Cf. Cortissoz, John 
La Farge , p. 109, where La Farge also mentioned "Richard" Gambrill, meaning Charles D. Gambrill (1834-
1880), an architectural partner at different times of both George Browne Post (1837-1913) and Henry 
Hobson Richardson (1838-1886). 
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In early 1859, La Farge was about to return to Paris for "training in the practice of 
painting,"22 when, by "mere chance,"23 Richard Morris Hunt made an alternative 
suggestion. His brother William Morris Hunt (1824-1879), a former pupil of Couture 
and the Barbizon master Jean-Fran~ois Millet (1814-1875), had just opened a studio in 
Newport. La Farge thought he might find a receptive berth in this studio: 
I could continue the practical teachings that I had almost begun at Couture's 
studio, Hunt being, of course, a favorite and brilliant pupil of Couture's. I met 
thereupon Bill Hunt, saw some piece of his work, and was pleased both with the 
man and with what he did and said, and with all of that very charming character, 
so that in the spring of 1859 I came to Newport to try the experiment, and began 
in a little more serious way than beforeY 
William Morris Hunt had lived since 1856 at Hill Top Cottage, part of an estate over-
looking downtown Newport at what is now the site of the Viking Hotel, across from 
the intersection of Touro and Kay Streets. In September 1858, Hunt fashioned a 
studio by adding a second story and skylights to a carriage house near the rear of the 
property, fronting on Church Street.25 The future writer Henry James (1843-1916) and 
his older brother William (1842-1910) were among those frequenting the new atelier. 
They reportedly introduced La Farge to the popular Margaret Mason Perry. Accord-
ing to her youngest son, John La Farge SJ. (1880-1963), romance blossomed "when 
La Farge and Margy Perry took a long walk out to the Spouting Rock on the Ocean 
Drive, a favorite promenade for Newporters in the early days."26 By the fall of 1859, 
they were contemplating marriage. 
When Margaret received an invitation from Mrs. Porter to pass the winter of 1859-
1860 in Louisiana, she immediately suspected a conspiracy. "I think my Mother took 
22. Cortissoz. John La Farge. p. 110. 
23. John La Farge to Margaret Perry . 26 Feb. 1860. La Farge Family Papers. New-York Hi storical Society 
(hereafter LFFP NYHS) . Cf. Weinberg. Decorative Work. p. 31. 
24. Cortissoz. John La Farge. p. 110. A detailed study of La Farge's Newport career has been previously 
published by James L. Yarnall in Newport Histo ry: "John La Farge's 'Paradise Valley Period ... • vol. 55. 
part I. Winter 1982. pp. 6-26; "John La Farge's 'New England Pasture Land ... · vol. 55. part 3. Summer 1982. 
pp. 79-91; and "John La Farge's 'The Last Valley ... · vol. 55. part 4. Fall 1982. pp. 130-42. More recently. this 
period of his life has been the subject of two extended studies. both by James L. Yarnall: John La Farge 
in Paradise: The Painter and His Muse (Newport: William Vareika Fine Arts. 1995); and Nature Vivante: 
The Still Lifes of John La Farge (New York: Jordan Volpe Gallery. 1995). 
25. The date of the renovation to make the studio is given in the local news column of the Newport Mercury. 
II Sept. 1858. p. [21. Cf. Bruce Howe. "Early Days of the Art Association." Newport Historical Society 
Bulletin. no. I 10. Apr. 1963. p. 12 (reproducing photographs taken before razing in 1951 ); Gibson Danes. 
"William Morri s Hunt and His Newport Circle." Magazine of Art. vol. 43. Apr. 1950. p. 144: and Sally 
Webster. William Morris Hunt 1824-1879 (Cambridge. England: Cambridge University Press. 1991). pp. 54-
55. 
26. La Farge. Manner is Ordinary. p. 17. 
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A double portrait photograph of the couple, taken around the time of their marriage 
in October J 860, served as a souvenir of a union that no doubt was as stressful as it 
was happy. Photograph from private collection. 
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me away to try to break off the matter, for she was not favourable to my marriage with 
Mr. La Farge-mainly on the ground of his being a Catholic." It probably also was not 
a coincidence that the trip presented many social opportunities: 
We went to New Orleans and had a very gay time. I remember one young man, 
whose name I do not recall who was very violently in love with me, and used to 
write me impassioned notes and used to serenade me-I think one night he 
played all night-but I went to sleep and forgot all about him! On our return to 
the Plantation he wrote me two letters which were violently amorous and which 
Auntie made fun of. I never cared in the least for the youth, showed the letters to 
my Mother, and I forget what happened, but I think the man was killed in !he 
warY 
John La Farge S.J. mentioned another suitor vying for Margaret's attention. "Down 
on the plantation one of her ardent admirers was youthful Edward Douglass White 
[1845-1931], future Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, who in later 
years ventured to acknowledge to two members of my family that he had been desper-
ately in love with Margy Perry."28 
Predictably, La Farge found Margaret's extended absence difficult and, as rumors 
of her suitors reached Newport, distressing. He wrote her long, passionate letters 
before arranging to visit the plantation during April 1860. "I look forward towards my 
trip to Louisiana as being the ideal of my desire of spring. It seems to me often at night 
as I sink to sleep that I wander about with you in a country all green & soft & full of 
flowers, as I used to do when a boy & spring came."29 Wandering the bayous may 
have fulfilled this fantasy, but reality struck home during the visit to Louisiana when 
the couple had to confront the stark religious differences inherent in their relation-
ship. 
Both families strongly opposed the interfaith union. "How will it be on your side?" 
La Farge asked. "Alas-that difference of religion should come at all between us as 
therein, Love, lie one or two of the questions we are to determine beforehand."30 La 
Farge took the position that Margaret should ignore the protestations of her family, 
marry him, and convert to Catholicism, the only true religion. "I am glad to know, 
Love, what you say about your mother with respect to her tolerance, and I am sure 
that hers would but increase if she knew any Catholic families. I say knowing not 
27. La Farge. [Notes on a Conversation]. 4 Jan. 1923. 
28. La Farge. Manner is Ordinary. p. 19. 
29. This letter in a Private Archives. Princeton. New Jersey. is on Tenth Street Studio stationery. [t is misdated 
March 1859 instead of 1860. Most of the love letters pertaining to Louisiana are in the LFFP NYHS where 
they were deposited by John La Farge SJ. 
30. La Farge. Manner is Ordinary. p. 24. 
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merely to be acquainted with them. But now accept my assurance, Dear, that what you 
tell me on this subject is all I expected-believing as I do that your next letter will 
bring acquiescence in what I proposed."3) When Margaret ultimately converted, she 
was adamant that the decision had not been forced upon her. She would later tell John 
La Farge S.J., "I had no conflict. What your father told me was simply what I had 
instinctively felt all my life. I was instinctively a Catholic. It was the completion of 
what I had already had in my heart." Yet the logistics could not have been more 
complicated because "she did not wish to seem to have become a Catholic in order to 
have a Catholic ceremony."32 
A first plan to marry in May 1860 came to nought when La Farge "brought back 
from the.marshes of Louisiana a bad case of malaria which for many years hung over" 
him?3 This illness nevertheless gave La Farge time to consider how to win Margaret's 
family over to the interfaith marriage. In July, La Farge wrote to Father Isaac Thomas 
Hecker (1819-1888), the founder of the Paulist order and a friend of La Farge's family: 
All goes on well for me here-except that I await to some extent your informa-
tion, with regard to breaking the question of marriage-do you recollect that you 
were to ascertain something for me in relation to Catholic and protestant mar-
riages?34 
Hecker must have offered some words that placated both families since the marriage 
soon took place. The couple made their vows in Newport before a Catholic priest on 
October 15, 1860.35 
Margaret's delay in undergoing conversion probably reflected a fear that her em-
brace of the Catholic faith might derail the marriage. Even though Grandma Perry had 
died two years earlier, Margaret's mother was sufficiently anti-Catholic to create 
discord. After the wedding, Father Hecker urged Margaret to hurry the conversion 
process along, lest pressure from her family erode her resolve to join the Church. His 
persuasiveness quickly bore fruit, not surprising given that Hecker's newly-founded 
Paulist order specialized in winning converts from non-Catholic Christians. On No-
vember 7, 1860, Hecker baptized Margaret in New York City.36 Three weeks later, 
31. Ibid, pp. 24-25 . 
32. Ibid, p. 25 . 
33. Cortissoz, John La Farge , p. 120. Cf. La Farge, Mann er is Ordinary, p. 25 . 
34. John La Farge to Isaac Hecker, 19 Jul. [18601, Paulist Fathers Archives, S1. Paul 's College, Washington, 
D.C. 
35. Rev . William O' Reilly, the celebrant and pastor of S1. Mary 's Church, recorded the marriage in Latin in the 
church marriage register, now in the S1. Mary's Church archives. Presumably, their marriage took place 
in the rectory of S1. Mary ' s Church, since at the time interfaith marriages could not be held in the church 
proper. Cf. Newport Marriage Records, vol. I, p. 45, Newport City Hall. 
36. Weinberg, Decorative Work, pp. 43-44. 
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Margaret wrote to Hecker explaining how the news of her conversion had shocked 
the Perry family: 
Although I have not met with any practical difficulties in the way of my faith 
about which I especially need your advice, [ still feel that I can write to you as 
my Father to ask of you if you can to send me either advice or encouragement, 
and at least to remember me very often in your prayers .. .. My greatest trouble 
has been, as [ expected, from my Mother who received the news with the 
greatest grief, and has tried every argument to dissuade me from continuing 
faithful-Your words to me on the danger of delay, and your promise to pray for 
us, came to my mind in a great many moments of weakness-My dear husband 
too has faithfully fulfilled all his duty towards me-I need not tell your Sir, how 
he has encouraged and helped me-it has taught me, at least, what a sacred thing 
Marriage can be. 37 
Margaret never sounded completely at ease with the truce that she reached with her 
mother. Subsequent letters to Hecker suggest discord or, at the very least, discom-
fort: "I can never heartily thank you for having brought me so soon to my duty, and 
every day makes me feel more and more glad for having found so great a treasure, for 
which I am sure I pay very little, in all the annoyances I can possibly encounter. My 
only wish is to share it with everyone-especially my own family."38 
Margaret's struggle was made easier by the similar plight of a "Miss Vernon," 
evidently Anna Vernon (1835-1912), a member of Newport's distinguished Vernon 
family. Noting that Hecker had baptized "Miss Vernon" around the same time, Marga-
ret wrote to the priest: "Miss Vernon and I are becoming very good Catholics; it is not 
as hard as we expected, and we help each other along .. . .! wish also to ask you Father, 
to pray occasionally for our families for whose conversion we say a litany every day. 
I am determined that we shall do all that prayer can do-although it looks very 
hopeless, I do not believe it is SO."39 Even so, practicing the faith in Newport took 
pluck since Margaret found herself a "social stranger" in the congregation of St. 
Mary's Church on Spring Street, and, since "everything she did was known, com-
mented on, and speculated about in Newport," her conversion became that much 
more of an issue within her own social circle.40 
37. Margaret Mason Perry La Farge to Isaac Hecker, 27 Nov. [1860], Pauli st Fathers Archives. 
38. Margaret Mason Perry La Farge to Isaac Hecker, 8 Dec. [1860] , Paulist Fathers Archives. 
39. Margaret Mason Perry La Farge to Isaac Hecker, 22 Apr. [1861] , Pauli st Fathers Archives. Reinforcing 
the identity of this "Miss Vernon" is the fact that Anna Vernon served as a witness for the baptism of the 
La Farge' s first child , Christopher Grant, on February 15, t862, according to the bapti smal records, SI. 
Mary' s Church Archives. Anna Vernon, daughter of Rhode Island General Treasurer Samuel Brown 
Vernon and Sophia Peace Vernon , was considered a brilliant intellectual woman by her family . A native 
of Newport, she lived much of her adult life in Siena, Italy, and died in Paris. 
40. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 26. 
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Within six months of the marriage, La Farge bought an expensive house on a lot 
bordered by Kay, Bull, and Mount Vernon Streets,41 just several blocks from Margaret's 
old home on Catherine Street, where her mother lived until after 1865. The lot has 
since been subdivided, but the home, its exterior still impressive in its complex mass-
ing and flowing forms, now bears the address 24 Kay Street.42 It was in this house in 
early January 1862 that Margaret gave birth to the first of seven children to reach 
adulthood.43 They named this son Christopher Grant (1862-1938) after Margaret's 
late father. In less than three years, La Farge had gone from transient bachelorhood to 
the role of husband, homeowner, father, and Newport society persona. 
Many images document these first years of the marriage. A photograph of Marga-
ret holding Christopher Grant on her lap evokes a later statement by her friend Helena 
de Kay (1848-1916): "She is a very interesting woman, full of a certain something 
unlike everyone else which is not sweetness nor power nor mind, but all together and 
much poetry."44 This same spirit animates a photograph of Margaret holding Chris-
topher Grant on her lap. During these early years, Margaret also had a nurse to help 
with the children, reflecting their prosperous circumstances at the time. This was 
Mary Gilchrist, known to locals as Mary Pell because she had at one time lived with 
41 . Land Evidence Book, vol. 35, p. 652, Newport CilY Hall, (deed dated 23 Mar. 1861; price, $9000 [$400,000 
today I). The house is now owned by Dr. and Mrs. Howard Browne, who have kindly provided complete 
documentation of the ownership of the property both before and after La Farge's ownership. Margaret's 
mother lived at28 Catherine Street until at least 1865 according to Newport City Directories. By 1869, she 
had moved to a large house on Greenough Place, next door to the former Porter Villa. Her children, 
including Margaret, sold this house after their mother's death in 1903. 
42. The house originally was numbered 16 Kay Street according to the City Atlas of Newport Rhode-Island 
(Philadelphia: G.M. Hopkins, 1876), plate H, page 39. By 1883, the numbering had been revised to 24 Kay 
Street in the Atlas of the City of Newport, Rhode Island (Philadelphia: G.M. Hopkins, 1883), plate 2. 
43. In Anna P. Hunter, "Kay Street During My Life ," Bulletin of the Newport Historical Society, no. 83, Apr. 
1932, p. 3, the author "thinks" that La Farge's first two children were born in the house. The first was 
Christopher, who was born January 5, 1862, according to the inscription on his gravestone in Sl. Columba' s 
Cemetery, Middletown, though it is recorded as January 2, 1862, in volume I, page 72, of the Record of 
Births , Newport City Hall. The second child, Emily Aimee Marie Louise, was not born at this house, but 
rather at Glen Cove on October 28, 1863. Margaret had a total of ten pregnancies, including a stillborn 
child and two children born in 1872 and 1876 who died in infancy. 
44. Helena de Kay, "Two Pictures by Rosamond Gilder," unpublished typescript, in a collection of lellers 
owned by a descendant of Richard Watson and Helena de Kay Gilder, reproducing leller to Mary Hallock, 
August 1872, p. 127. This photograph was once believed to date from the 1870s, but a copy inscribed by 
Margaret Mason Perry La Farge and now owned by the Preservation Society of Newport County bears 
the date 1861. See other photographs of Margaret during this same period in James L. Yarnall, "John La 
Farge' s Portrait of the Painter and the Use of Photography in His Work," American Art Journal, vol. 18, 
no. I, 1986, pp. 5-10. 
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This house at 24 Kay Street in Newport, built about 1853, was purchased by John 
La Farge within six months after his marriage. Margaret gave birth to her first child 
here. Photograph by James L. Yarnall. 
Mrs. Duncan Pel1.45 Works of art by La Farge also flesh out the picture. One oil 
renders Margaret in the French manner of William Morris Hunt, a style adopted by La 
Farge for his early portraiture. The artist also used Margaret and other family mem-
bers or friends as models for many figure compositions with mythological, literary, or 
religious subjects. 
La Farge's success in building a personal life contrasted with his growing frustra-
tion over Hunt, who had begun using painting techniques that contradicted Couture's 
methods. Even though La Farge learned many of Couture's technical flourishes, he 
began planning to leave Newport to find another teacher within just a few months of 
his arrival. His courtship of Margaret Perry put such plans on hold, and the rumblings 
of Civil War after their marriage further complicated thoughts of leaving Newport. 
45. Hunter, "Kay Street," p. 3. With characteristic ingenuity, La Farge staged a photograph of Mary Gilchrist 
with Grant as a means of capturing the pose in which Grant appears in an oil portrait. Both the photograph 
and oil portrait are in a La Farge family private collection. See also note 82. 
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Instead, La Farge pursued an independent program of painting directly from nature, 
using the local topography and flora to compose landscapes and stilllifes in a boldly 
realistic style. 
Flowers on a Window Ledge. from 1861 or 1862, is representative of both genres, 
combining landscape and still life . With its sweeping, expressive brush strokes and 
painterly surface, the picture reveals La Farge's mastery of techniques common to 
French Realist painting of the day. A wide window ledge holding a lush floral arrange-
ment is framed before a deep landscape seen through the window. The vista features 
the outbuilding and driveway of a now-razed farmhouse that once stood on Paradise 
Avenue in Middletown, the so-called Hessian House. During the American Revolu-
tion, this was one of several homes commandeered by the British from Isaac Barker 
(1752-1834), owner of much of the farmland along Paradise Avenue.46 By 1861, the 
Hessian House had been in the Barker family for at least four generations and be-
longed to Stephen P. Barker (1815-1898), who owned considerable land in the area. He 
lived in the Hessian House with his wife, Betsey Gardiner Barker (1817 -1896), and 
rented out an extension on the west side of the house to boarders. The La Farges 
evidently began boarding at the Hessian House not long after their marriage, prob-
ably for several weeks at a time during the summer months. 
During these same years, La Farge's burgeoning artistic ambitions led him to fre-
quent New York and Boston to visit ateliers and seek commissions, and this soon led 
to prolonged absences from Newport. His son John later characterized this as his 
father's "lifelong pattern of living and moving half in and half out of his own house-
hold."47 By fall 1863, Margaret realized that La Farge's artistic career had gradually 
assumed a dominant role in his life: 
The knowledge came to her quietly while she was staying at his mother's estate 
at Glen Cove, Long Island, after the birth of her second child, my oldest sister 
Emily. John La Farge had left her to go to New York. "I knew then," she said in 
later years, "that your father no longer had the same complete affection for me. 
I knew there was no more sense in weeping. He was going to lead his own life, 
and I said to myself, this will be my life from henceforth ; I must face it and do the 
best I can.48 
Margaret, admitting that she was unassertive by nature, later theorized that a more 
determined stance on her part might have prevented a rift that could only widen as 
the years passed. "If .. ,! had put down my foot firmly when he left Glen Cove after 
Emily's birth and said then that I would not tolerate a divided household, I believe 
that he would have capitulated."49 
46. The house and its residents are discussed at great length in Yarnall, La Farge in Paradise, pp. 8 and 27·30. 
47 . La Farge, Mann er is Ordinary, p. 28 . 
48 . Ibid, p. 27 . 
49. Ibid, p. 32. 
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Margaret Mason Perry La Farge, painted by John La Farge about 1860, renders 
Margaret in the French manner of William Morris Hunt, a style adopted by La Farge 
for his early portraiture. Oil on canvas, 16 x 13 inches. William Vareika Fine Arts, 
Newport. Photograph by Ludwig Photography, Newport. 
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Margaret Mason Perry La Farge and her first child, Christopher Grant La Farge, 
circa J 864. Ferrotype from a private collection. Copy photograph by Henry A. La 
Farge. 
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The house at 10 Sunnyside Place also had a large fenced yard, enjoyed immensely 
by the children, including Bancel, shown here in autumn of 1873. Photograph from 
private collection. 
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Margaret had another problem to face when La Farge suffered the first in what 
would become a series of financial failures. The La Farges lived prosperously, with 
numerous servants, fine food, and the other amenities of a pampered, wealthy life. 
Yet, La Farge's income from painting was for all intents and purposes non-existent, 
and so the squandering of his inheritance was inevitable. The crisis came on April 14, 
1864, when-as a bemused Henry James marveled-the "guilty pair" scurried away 
under the cover of night, "none knew whither, leaving prodigious debts behind them, 
and one silver spoon in the side-board drawer; the servant's wages unpaid, the house 
dismantled of its richest ornaments. The 'sarcophagus' in the dining-room, the carved 
chimney piece, the books, the paintings-all the furniture in short had been re-
moved."so 
For the next year, they resided near Boston in Roxbury, then a rural enclave count-
ing William Morris Hunt among its residents. For Margaret, this exile from her native 
Newport could not have been pleasant, but she made the best of it. "We had rather an 
attractive house but I do not remember the location except that it was on Cedar St. and 
had considerable grounds around it. I think about 20 acres. The way to Boston was 
largely built up I think, I do not remember any very country stretches between, and I 
have never been able to find the place again."S) Her memories of Roxbury were vague 
with the exception of the striking images that filled the streets in the wake of Lincoln's 
assassination on April 14, 1865: 
I was going to Mass on Holy Saturday morning and all the way the shops were 
shut and signs of mourning everywhere. When I got home Grant who must have 
been about six years old asked me whether we were not going to put a black thing 
outside the door as other houses had! I had nothing to use but remember taking 
an old black skirt and ripping it and sewing strips together to make a streamer for 
our door. I feared if we did not show some sign we might be thought to be 
southern sympathisers [sic]. The church where I went was hung with black-
really because of Good Friday but I remember to have been struck by this on 
entering because I thought, how quickly they got the church draped for mourning 
Mr. Lincoln!52 
La Farge had taken steps in October 1864 to recover his financial footing by selling 
the house on Kay Street at considerable profitY During the visit to Newport to 
negotiate the sale, he stayed in the Paradise region of Middletown, probably in the 
50. Henry James to Thomas S. Perry, 18 Apr. 1864, cited in Leon Edel, Henry James 'Letters (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1974), vol. I, p. 52. 
51. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation), 19 Jan. 1923. The address seems to contradict a letter from Tom Perry 
to his sister, 19 Feb. 1865, Perry Papers, Colby College, Waterville, Maine, in which Tom speaks of going to 
Ellis Street. 
52. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation), 19 Jan. 1923. 
53 . Land Evidence Book, vol. 39, p. 99, Newport City Hall (deeded on 10 Oct. 1864 to Ann M. Wood for $18,000 
[$800,000 today D. 
21
La Farge and Yarnell: Nurturing Art and Family
Published by Digital Commons @ Salve Regina, 1995
Margaret Mason Perry La Farge 75 
The Hessian House seen from the northeast, ca. 1880. La Farge spent many summers 
boarding in this house, which he included in silhouette in the background ofFlowers 
on a Window Ledge. From the collection of the Newport Historical Society. NHS PJ720 
Hessian House. Along with the artist Elihu Vedder (1836-1923), an old friend from 
New York with whom he had become reacquainted in Boston, and two other artists, La 
Farge had received a commission to contribute drawings to be made into wood en-
gravings for an edition of Enoch Arden, a recent best-selling ballad by Tennyson.54 
Of the nine plates provided by La Farge, five utilized the topography of Paradise, and 
one was based on the the features of Margaret. 55 This illustration represents the vow 
of silence made by Enoch Arden, a castaway lost at sea who returns home to England 
after many years to find his wife remarried, and who swears to keep his existence 
secret. 
54. Alfred Lord Tennyson, Enoch Arden (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1865). The other artists were Octavius 
Carr Darley (1822-1888) and William John Hennessey (1839-1917), part of an older generation of estab-
lished illustrators working in a more conservative, conventional style. Darley provided only one illustra-
tion, Hennessey four, and Vedder four. La Farge provided nine illustrations, of which eight appeared in all 
editions of the book, and one appeared only in editions published after Christmas 1864. Critical reception 
of the volume was not always appreciative of the mingling of styles and artists. In "Art. La Farge and 
Vedder," A/dine, vol. 6, Aug . 1873, p. 167, they were termed "the queerest four-in hand ever harnessed 
together," with La Farge's plates "the strangest of all." 
55. David Maitland Armstrong, Day Before Yesterday: Reminiscences of a Varied Life (New Yorll: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1920), p. 305. 
22
Newport History, Vol. 67 [1995], Iss. 231, Art. 2
https://digitalcommons.salve.edu/newporthistory/vol67/iss231/2
76 Newport History 
Flowers on a Window Ledge, by John La Farge, ca. 1862. Oil on canvas, 24 x 20 
inches (60.96 x 50.8 cm). In the collection of the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Museum 
Purchase, Anna E. Clark Fund. 
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When the family returned to Newport to live not long after the end of the Civil War, 
they moved to Paradise. In better days, boarding at Paradise had been a lUxury to 
escape the seasonal crowds of downtown Newport. Now, living at Paradise was a 
matter of economic survival. For seven years, they generally stayed in Newport 
proper only when rents were more affordable during the off-season-and, even then, 
they often relied upon Margaret's mother for accommodations.56 The arrangements 
at Paradise were peripatetic, varying from year to year and season to season.51 At 
least four different houses on or near Paradise Avenue (then Paradise Road) can be 
identified as seasonal residences of the family. Beginning in the summer of 1865, they 
lived in the Hessian House, where they had boarded several years earlier. Their 
landlord, Stephen P. Barker, was by this time a friendly and familiar figure, who gave 
them access to the over sixty acres of farmland that he owned known as Paradise 
Farm. As had been the case several years earlier, La Farge found Barker's farm a most 
agreeable place to paint. He relished the picturesque banks of Nelson's Pond with a 
wooded area that he dubbed the "Sacred Grove," a reference to the grove from which 
the Roman classical poet Virgil derived his inspiration. He found in the ridges and 
valleys a varied, miniature wilderness, filled with pastoral subject matter well-suited 
to his artistic program. 
While living at the Hessian House, Margaret gave birth on September 23, 1865, to 
her third child, John Louis Bancel (1865-1938), known throughout life simply as Bancel. 
La Farge, who painted a sensuous watercolor portrait of Margaret in a Japanese robe 
during her pregnancy, suffered temporary hand paralysis soon after Bancel's birth, 
marking the onset of a two-year illness that he attributed to lead poisoning.58 By 
early 1866, he had recovered the use of his hands sufficiently to paint again, and the 
family continued to rent from Stephen P. Barker. This time, however, they lived in a 
house in the Paradise Hills, just behind the present Gray Craig mansion. They shared 
this house with Stephen P. Barker's oldest son Irving (1838-1892) and Irving's wife 
Elvira (1846-1915). The property is now the site of Orchard Lea, a former gardener's 
cottage of the Gray Craig estate. Here, at some remove from Paradise Avenue, La 
Farge devoted himself to painting with new intensity. Not far from the house, in a 
verdant valley that begins in the present Peckham Brothers Quarry and runs south-
ward to Nelson's Pond and Second Beach, La Farge painted one of his most important 
landscapes, Paradise Valley.59 The house that the family lived in during this year 
was moved from the hills around 1891, and today is at 400 Paradise Avenue. 
56. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 28. 
57. For complete discussion and documentation of these residences, and copious illustrations of the paintings 
produced by La Farge there, see Yarnall, La Farge in Paradise , pp. 63 , 103, 107, 128, and 133. 
58. John La Farge, "Mr. La Farge's Health [letter to the editorl , New York Daily Tribune, 28 Oct. 190 8, p. 7.
Cf. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 28; Mary Gay Humphreys, "John La Farge: Arti st and Decorator," 
Art Amateur, vol. 9, Jun. 1883, p. 12; Cecilia Waern, John La Farge: Artist and Writer (London: Seeley and 
Company, 1896), p. 21; and Corti ssoz, John La Farge, p. 31. 
59. Studied at length in Yarnall , "John La Farge's ' New England Pasture Land,"' pp. 79·9 1; and restudied with 
emendations in Yarnall , La Farge in Paradise, pp. 102-13. 
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A sensuous watercolor portrait of Margaret Mason Perry La Farge was painted by 
John La Farge about 1865 while Margaret was pregnant with their third child, 
Bancel. Watercolor over graphite on paper, 18 3/4 x 13 inches. From private 
collection. 
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The Seal of Silence. by John La Farge. included in an 1865 Ticknor and Fields 
publication of Enoch Arden by Alfred Lord Tennyson. was based on the features of 
Margaret. Wood engraving on paper, engraved by Henry Marsh. 
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In December 1866, La Farge planned a trip to Europe, presumably for further art 
studies.60 However, he gave up this plan, probably for financial reasons, and in 1867, 
the family moved back to Paradise Avenue. This time, they rented Grayledge Farm 
(now at 542 Paradise Avenue), then owned by a local house builder and Barker 
relative named E. Truman Peckham (1831-1903). Behind the house, La Farge set up a 
studio in a long, one-room edifice that is still there today. On September 16, Margaret 
gave birth at Grayledge Farm to her second daughter and fourth child, Margaret 
Angela (1867-1956).61 The next year apparently was spent in Newport on Kay Street 
in a house called "Eustis'" in city directories, but as yet unidentified.62 They prob-
ably also boarded at Paradise, perhaps in a house at 478 Paradise Avenue where the 
family moved in 1869, which belonged to Stephen P. Barker's brother, Isaac Barker 
(1813-1903). Margaret reportedly had little affection for this house.63 On July 10, 
1869, she gave birth there to her fifth child, Oliver Hazard Perry La Farge (1869-
1936).64 
In 1871, after another year spent at an unknown residence, perhaps not at Paradise, 
the family rented a farmhouse on Paradise Avenue near the spot where the tiny 
Maidford River crosses under the road. Then owned by General John Alfred Hazard 
(1806-1880), a somewhat eccentric and wealthy landholder in both Middletown and 
Newport, this house featured a dramatic view of Paradise from the front yard, with the 
distant profile of Bishop Berkeley's Rock and the Sakonnet River in the distance.65 
60. Leavitt. Strebeigh & Co. Auctioneers, New York, Catalogue of the Private Library of John La Farge, Esq., 
(Who Will Shortly Departfor Europe), 18-19 Dec. 1866. 
61. Margaret Angela La Farge to Bancel La Farge, 14 July 1938, HLFP, reproduced as Appendix II in Yarnall, 
La Farge in Paradise, p. 206. Photographs and paintings of Grayledge Farm and the studio are found in 
Yarnall, La Farge in Paradise, pp. 107-110. 
62. Listed as "Eustis' Kay Street" in "Summer Residents," Newport Daily News, II July 1868, p. [2J ; and 
similarly as "the Eustis House, Kay Street" in "Cottages and Villas Rented for the Season of 1868," 
Newport Mercury, 18 July 1868, p. [2]. 
63. Margaret Angela La Farge to Bancel La Farge, 14 July 1938, HLFP (see Yarnall , La Farge in Paradise, p. 
206). Cf. Oliver H.P. La Farge, "Reminiscences of John La Farge's Home Life in Newport," in Margaret 
La Farge Hamill, comp., The Gold Rush of 1898 and Other Reminiscences (Princeton, New Jersey: Pri-
vately Published, 1990), p. 88, reproduced in Appendix III of Yarnall, La Farge in Paradise, p. 207: "we had 
lived in the summers at Paradise Farm with the Barkers, a place chosen for the family by Mr. William 
James. I and two of my brothers and sisters were born there. Mr. Barker was a venerable old man with a 
white beard and very kind to all of us." Cf. Newport and How to See it (Newport: Davis and Pitman, 1869) 
lists La Farge at "Barker's, Paradise Road, Middletown." In Middletown Rhode Island: Houses, History, 
Heritage , p. 78, the house is dated circa 1860. 
64. Margaret Angela and Oliver are the only two children recorded in the Record of Births, Middletown Town 
Hall. Margaret's birth on September 6, 1867, is recorded in volume 2, p. 10; Oliver's on July 10, 1869, is 
recorded in volume 2, p. II. Both birth records were corrected and completed in 1925. 
65. An extended discussion of this residence is found in Yarnall, U; Farge in Paradise, pp. 128, 131. A biography 
of General John Alfred Hazard is in the Dictionary of People and Places at the back of this same book, 
p.198. 
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After 1871, the La Farges no longer lived for any substantial period at Paradise, 
though they continued to visit on weekends for many years to come. In 1872, they 
moved to the corner of Kay Street and Mann Avenue in Newport, living at a boarding 
house operated by Mrs. c.W. Lovie.66 There, they were just a block away from the 
house on the corner of Kay and Bull Streets where La Farge and Margaret had lived 
right after their marriage. 
The finances of the family worked mysteriously during these years. La Farge occa-
sionaIly sold paintings in Boston or New York for good prices, but not with the 
regularity needed to sustain a growing family. He may have paid their way in part by 
executing pictures to use as collateral for rent or sustenance.67 Margaret probably 
also contributed her personal money to keep the household solvent. After Grandma 
Perry's death in 1858, Margaret reportedly had inherited $10,000, the equivalent of a 
quarter of a million dollars today. 
La Farge's efforts to broaden his horizons beyond Newport finally bore fruit after 
1870. During the academic year 1871-1872, he was in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to 
teach art composition at Harvard College.68 A trip to London in 1873 evolved into a 
six-month tour of ateliers and churches in England and France, an experience that 
revived an interest in stained glass and mural painting that had occupied La Farge 
briefly after his first trip abroad in 1856. In 1874, he began to design windows, winning 
a series of commissions for Memorial HaIl at Harvard University the next year.69 This 
was the first hint of a budding career in decorative art that, by the end of the decade, 
would become his mainstay. 
This same period witnessed various famiJy misfortunes. Around April 1872, a son, 
Joseph Raymond, was born, only to die in early 1874 before reaching the age oftwo.70 
66. The address 34 Mann Avenue, where Lovie operated a boarding house since at least the I 860s, was listed 
for La Farge's studio and residence in the 1871-1872 Newport City Directory. 34 Mann Avenue is not 
shown on the 1876 Atlas of Newport and Vicinity, and no other evidence of the La Farge family ' s resi-
dency at this address has been located. La Farge's son Oliver (Hamill, Gold Rush, p. 87) noted that the 
family lived on Bull Street before moving to Sunnyside Place. This probably represents confusion with 
Mann Avenue, which is one block further along Kay from Bull Street. 
67. Since 1989, over a dozen large watercolors painted around 1865 in Paradise surfaced for the first time from 
the estate of Beatrice and Gorham Cross of Hingham, Massachusetts. The Crosses were both postal 
workers in Hingham, but nothing else can be learned of their possible connection by descent to Newport. 
68. Linnea Wren, "The Animated Prism: A Study of La Farge as Author, Critic, and Aesthetician" (Ph.D. diss.: 
University of Minnesota, 1979), pp. 66-67, citing Records of the Board of Overseers of Harvard College, 
vol. II (1871-1882), Harvard University Archives. 
69. Julie L. Sloan and James L. Yarnall, "John La Farge and the Stained-Glass Windows in Memorial Hall at 
Harvard University," The Magazine Antiques, vol. 141, Apr. 1992, pp. 643-45. 
70. Joseph Raymond was baptized at St. Mary's Church in Newport on April 6, 1872, according to St. Mary ' s 
Church Archives, Newport. He died in January 1874, according to a letter, Margaret Perry La Farge to 
Helena de Kay Gilder, 18 Jan. 1874, in a collection of letters owned by a descendant of Richard Watson and 
Helena de Kay Gilder. 
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Even the birth on January 10, 1874, of another daughter, Frances Aimee (1874-1951), 
did not offset the shock of Raymond's death to La Farge. His children later recalled 
how this tragedy caused La Farge to spend the next two years with his family: 
Those two years after Raymond's death ... were the two happiest years of our 
family life . They might have lasted had not Father's absorption in his work once 
more gained the upper hand. His stained-glass project claimed all his energies, 
and his illnesses (real or imaginary) sapped them.11 
Less is known of La Farge's reaction to the death in 1877 of a daughter named Mary 
Aimee, who was born in 1876.72 By this time, La Farge had become a fixture in Boston 
and New York as he orchestrated decorative projects for domestic, commercial, and 
ecclesiastical clients. 
The other significant family event during this period was the acquisition of a new 
house for the family at 10 Sunnyside Place in Newport, just off Old Beach Road. 
Margaret bought this house in 1873 with her own money, reportedly including some 
inherited in 1858 from Grandma Perry. By placing the deed in her own name, Margaret 
assured that she could indefinitely provide a comfortable home for her children, 
regardless of her husband's fortunes.73 
The Sunnyside Place house, originally called "Swallow's Nest," dated from around 
1845. Margaret remembered calling there as a little girl with Grandma Perry "and 
thinking that the house was the most beautiful one she had ever been in."74 When 
first built, the main entrance was on the south, but by the time Margaret and the 
family moved into the house around August 10, 1873, the entrance had been moved 
to the west where it remains today.75 It was a large wood-frame structure with simple, 
neo-c1assicallines, a big front porch, a smaller rear porch, and a side bay serving as 
both window and alternative entrance. The edifice now has been deprived of the front 
porch and the interior has been subdivided into several apartments. The house also 
had a large fenced yard, immensely enjoyed by the children, that opened out onto a 
"child's paradise" of orchards, meadows, and trees. Until 1882, when the Samuel 
Tilton House was erected next door at the end of the cul-de-sac, an open lot with a 
71. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 28. 
72. The only record of Mary Aimee's brief life is contained in documents located by Franklin Browne 
Satterthwaite in the Leach Papers, as noted in a letter from Satterthwaite to Mary A. La Farge, 6 Jun. 1994, 
HLFP. 
73. Land Evidence Book, vol. 44, p. 287, Newport City Hall. 
74. Hamill, Gold Rush, p. 87. 
75. Margaret gave the date August 10th as that when the family would move in a letter to Helena de Kay, 29 
Jul. 1873, in a collection of letters owned by a descendant of Richard Watson and Helena de Kay Gilder. 
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10 Sunnyside Place. built ca. 1845. was purchased by Margaret in 1873 as a means 
of security from the pitfalls of her husband's finances. Photograph from private 
collection. 
large pine tree, a copper beech, and various cedars and oak trees provided an added 
attraction for childhood adventures. as well as subjects for La Farge's paintings.76 
For several years, La Farge took an active interest in the abode. His son, Oliver, 
though only four when they first moved in, recalled his father's efforts to upgrade its 
decor: 
Our new home was quite an old house, two stories high with ample friendly roof. 
facing a quiet, sleepy lane .... The house itself, I might say, also consented to the 
frequent experiments in decoration and furnishing, which father attempted upon 
and in it. In what we called the 'Boys' room, where we boys slept, he painted as 
an experiment a lovely panel of hollyhocks and leaves in a medium of wax. 
Unfortunately this was entirely ruined by an overzealous plasterer who was 
engaged to replaster that room some years later.77 
76. Hamill, Gold Rush, pp. 87-88. 
77. Ibid, pp. 87, 89. 
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The scheme of hollyhocks and leaves suggests some of La Farge's early oil paintings 
as well as his 1878 designs for the Edward King Tomb in the Island Cemetery, New-
port. Oliver also recalled La Farge's attempts to decorate the moldings of the house's 
interior: 
The woodwork of the house was painted an olive green, of a tone mixed with the 
greatest difficulty, as in those days ready mixed paints were unknown and to get 
anything but the most ordinary shades, required considerable mixing and experi-
menting. I remember this with some ease, because with the large household of 
children it was inevitable that the woodwork would be marred from time to time 
and required frequent repainting and touching. We never were able to get the 
same shade of color on the renovated spots, which Father had obtained in the 
original color. In my mother's bedroom, paneled with a wood paneling of Father's 
own design, there was the same difficulty in obtaining a satisfactory gray white 
to color it, that is, entirely satisfactory to my Father.78 
La Farge also designed a large bookcase and some chairs for the sitting room or 
parlor, his only known forays into furniture design.79 Today, the bookcase is in the 
headquarters of the Preservation Society of Newport County, filled with La Farge 
family memorabilia and books by La Farge and others. Recent analysis of the book-
case suggests that La Farge may have reworked a piece of eighteenth-century furni-
ture for the base, adding the upper display area and inner workings to meet his 
specific needs.80 The cabinet door on the left base conceals three bureau drawers, 
while that on the right encloses three large flat trays for storing watercolors and 
drawings. 
Margaret's house at 10 Sunnyside Place was characterized by a comfortable, roomy 
ambiance. The front sitting room or parlor was lit by a large French window and 
populated by an assortment of furniture, including a French Empire chair, one of a pair 
that may have once belonged to La Farge's father. A long, plush-covered sofa with 
carved armrests led to the back of the room, where Victoriana abounded. Japanese 
hanging scrolls, inlaid trays, earthenware pottery, and bric-a-brac reflected La Farge's 
eclectic tastes and acquisitive habits. A typical Newport chair stood at one side of a 
door leading to the back of the house. Beyond the door, a hallway contained a famous 
Japanese hanging scroll belonging to a pair called the Ryokai mandara, sold as part of 
La Farge's estate in March 1911.81 To the right of the door, alongside a wicker chair 
78. Ibid. p. 89. 
79. Ibid. p. 90. 
80. The sugge sti on has been made by the curatorial staff and conservation specialists at the Preservation 
Society of Newport County. The authors appreciate the help of Paul Miller. Associate Curator. in analyz-
ing the bookcase. 
81. The pair of mandara are now in the Brooklyn Museum. The museum purchased the paintings as lot 411 at 
the American Art Galleries. New York. Catalogue of the Art Property and Other Objects belonging to the 
estate of the late John La Farge. N.A. . 29-31 Mar. 1911 . 
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with a rumpled pillow, a portrait by La Farge of his son Grant painted around 1864 
hung beneath a bronze relief of Renaissance inspiration.82 
Margaret's acquisition of the Sunnyside Place house came at a propitious time. La 
Farge's entry into the field of decorative art around 1874 was a risky undertaking with 
no guarantee of financial success. He got a break that changed his career in 1876 
when the renowned architect Henry Hobson Richardson (1838-1886) handed him the 
commission to mastermind the interior decoration of Trinity Church in Boston. Though 
some of the work for Trinity was done in Newport, La Farge passed much of the fall of 
1876 in Boston working under the frantic demands of a project with an impossibly 
tight timetable. A photograph showing La Farge warming his feet while seated in a 
deacon's chair is a reminder of the abysmal working conditions in the midst of church 
construction during the dead of winter. La Farge just barely met the deadlines set by 
the church's consecration on February 9, 1877. The response to his Herculean efforts 
was gratifying. Overnight, La Farge became a sensation, and his murals at Trinity 
marked a new era for American interior decoration. 
As commissions poured in, La Farge realized that his future lay in decoration, not 
easel painting. He announced his intentions in an auction of oils and watercolors in 
Boston in December 1879: 
This collection comprises all the available works remaining in Mr. La Farge's 
studio. Many of the pictures Mr. La Farge refused to sell last year; but they are 
offered now to enable him to devote himself entirely to decoration.S3 
A multi-million dollar commission to decorate two formal rooms in the mansion of 
Cornelius Vanderbilt II on the northwest corner of Fifty-Seventh Street and Fifth 
Avenue in Manhattan was the definitive sign that La Farge had risen to the top of the 
new field of American decorative art. 84 His experiments with stained glass deserved 
much of the credit for this ascendancy. In 1879, he realized that the myriad textures 
and vivid colors of opalescent glass and glass jewels could be applied to the design 
of resplendent pictorial windows. With the touch of an inspired artist, he supervised 
the making of glass that seemed eminently appropriate for the dawning Gilded Age. 
His windows imparted a sense of rich ornateness to any interior and looked as costly 
as they were. 
82. This portrait, now privately owned in the family, was based on the photograph of Grant with his nurse, Mary 
Gilchrist; see James L. Yarnall, "New Insights on John La Farge and Photography," American Arr Jour· 
nal, vol. 19, no. 2, 1987, pp. 54-56. 
83. Leonard's Gallery, Boston, The Drawings, Warer-Colors, and Oi/-Paintings by John Ln Farge, 18-19 Dec. 
r 1879], preface. 
84. Henry A. La Farge, "John La Farge's Work in the Vanderbilt Houses," American Arr Journal, vol. 16, 
Autumn 1984, pp. 34-69. 
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Maurice Stadtfeld photographed John La Farge warming his feet at Trinity Church 
in Boston about 1876 as La Farge worked on a commission to decorate the interior 
of the church. Ferrotype from the Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, 
Connecticut. Gift of Frances S. Childs in memory of Henry A. La Farge. 
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This rise to prominence led to a decisive moment in the marriage. La Farge needed 
to live in or near Manhattan to take advantage of its superabundant opportunities for 
domestic and ecclesiastic decorative commissions. At first, he tried moving Margaret 
and his family to the area. In 1870, his widowed mother had remarried and moved to 
Lake Mohegan (today Mohegan Lake), New York, located between Peekskill and 
Shrub Oak. La Farge hoped that this might become a family headquarters. His son 
John wrote in his autobiography, 
[Margaret Mason Perry La Farge] had spent the summer visiting Bonne Maman 
at her Shrub Oak estate and Father proposed that she should remain there for the 
winter, make that her headquarters and keep the family there so as to be within 
easy reach of him while he was working in New York. My mother met this 
suggestion point-blank. "I refuse," she said, "to have my life spoiled by being 
imprisoned at Shrub Oak." And that was the end of the proposition.85 
Thus vanished what seemed to be a solution to the increasingly complicated situa-
tion of the family. Margaret was at this time "in considerable straits financially" and in 
less than perfect health, while La Farge was embroiled in litigation with the younger 
artist, Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848-1933), over patents for opalescent stained-glass 
processes. 86 Margaret, however, remained tenaciously rooted to Newport, where at 
least she had a home of her own and a congenial social milieu. 
Despite her refusal to stay at Shrub Oak, Margaret was very fond of La Farge's 
mother, who sometimes came to Newport to spend the winter. Describing her as a 
"very sweet woman," Margaret was nevertheless very critical of her second husband 
Thomas Jones: 
Mr. La Farge's mother married a Mr. Jones who had been helpful in settling the 
much involved estate of her husband and his brother, both rather unpractical 
frenchmen. There was great confusion in the property on the death of Mr. La 
Farge .... Mr. Jones was not very congenial to the family and the marriage was a 
mistake and everything was done to try to prevent it. Mrs . La Farge however 
was not to be persuaded and the marriage took place but was a failure as Mr. 
Jones later rather lost his mindY 
Margaret's resilient personality and protective character are best pointed out by an 
encounter with Thomas Jones during a visit to Lake Mohegan sometime in the early 
1870s "when the children were small:" 
85. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 32. 
86. Ibid, p. 34. 
87. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation], 7 Jan. 1923. 
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I stood up to Mr. Jones and was about the only person who did, I got on with 
him perfectly well, but I remember bursting out at him on one occasion when he 
was abusing his wife at the table and saying, "I will not have you speak so to my 
mother," at which he was so surprised that he threw up his hands and said 
nobody had ever spoken so to him before but he desisted and took my interfer-
ence in good part. He was later removed to a property he had in the northern part 
of New York State and lived there till he died. 88 
A later encounter with Thomas Jones occurred when Margaret was asked by her 
mother-in-law to go with her to visit him after he had moved away from Lake Mohegan. 
On this occasion, Thomas Jones was unpacking a loaded revolver when she entered 
a room at his residence: 
I was terrified, but realised [sic) I must not take any notice of his actions and 
must not say a word lest he point the thing at me, a thing I have always been 
terrified of -even a toy pistol!-so I quietly backed out of the room and was 
thankful when I reached my own room and locked myself in. Shortly after my 
mother-in-law came running to my room and I was again fearful that he had 
attacked her, but fortunately my fears were groundless. After that first scare he 
seemed to quiet down and the few days we spent there had no further alarms.89 
The failed attempt to move Margaret to Lake Mohegan was La Farge's last effort to 
salvage some semblance of a normal marriage. Margaret became pregnant again in 
1879 with her last child, John, who later related what she told him about her decision 
to have another child at age forty: 
Dropping in at St. Francis Xavier's Church on Sixteenth Street, New York, my 
sadly troubled mother decided to ask the advice of her confessor who was, I 
believe, a young French-Canadian Jesuit, Father Alphonse Pelletier. She told him 
she had already had nine children including one stillborn, and that her last child 
had died in infancy. Every natural reason seemed to militate against having any 
more. My mother told me many years later that she asked her confessor whether 
it would be wise, good, or prudent to have another child with the probability of 
its death or of adding to her burden. The priest simply told her, go ahead and try 
it and trust in God.90 
Margaret hid the pregnancy from La Farge, reportedly to spare him anxiety at a time 
when his lawsuit with Tiffany weighed heavily upon him. He apparently was so 
88. La Farge, [Notes on a Conversation]. 4 Jan . 1923. 
89. Ibid . 
90. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary. p. 34. 
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scarce a figure in Newport that this was an easy matter. La Farge knew nothing of the 
child until after the birth on February 13, 1880.91 So sickly at first that he was not 
expected to survive, this last child became his father's namesake. 
La Farge belatedly demonstrated some sensitivity by spending much of the spring 
and summer of 1880 in Newport. He rented a studio on the northwest corner of 
Prospect Hill and Corne Streets from the sculptor Richard S. Greenough (1819-1904), 
the brother of renowned sculptor Horatio Greenough (1805-1852).92 There, La Farge 
had craftsmen make some elaborate sculpted ceiling reliefs for the house of Cornelius 
Vanderbilt 11.93 He also had a commission to execute murals and stained glass for the 
United Congregational Church (now Newport Congregational Church) on Spring 
Street.94 His son Oliver described how this commission spilled over into the family's 
daily life: 
A final restriction [of the Congregational Church contract] was made, that noth-
ing in any of the designing, should in any way, shape or manner represent a cross. 
Imagine if you will a church interior without some traditional rendering of a 
cross; nevertheless he complied. In the ceiling arches of the galleries he used for 
decoration, panels which were exact copies of some of the Turkish and Persian 
rugs which we had in our own home.95 
The rug designs still incited controversy when the church committee construed the 
geometry of the patterns to contain or infer crosses. La Farge's son Oliver noted that 
the artist "was however, very patient and went into a long explanation of the history 
of rugs and finally convinced them, that no serious harm would come to them. Se-
cretly I am of the belief that he put these rugs in the design, with a certain degree of 
chuckling that he was introducing the infidels in the haunts of Christianity."96 Coin-
cidentally, La Farge also decorated part of the house at 10 Sunnyside Place the same 
year. Repeating the rug designs from the Congregational Church, he added "a panel 
in the front hall painted from one of our own rugs on burlap, stretched on a frame and 
9l.lbid. 
92. The address given for the studio was 28 Prospect Hill Street in the 1876 Cit)' Atlas oj Newport. We thank 
J. Stephen Grimes for bringing to .our anention a lawsuit pertaining to this studio in the archives of the 
Rhode Island Supreme Court Judicial Records Center. This was filed on 27 Feb. 1882 by Greenough 
against La Farge, claiming non-payment of a year's rent on the studio. La Farge may have rented this 
studio as early as 1878, but the lawsuit contains rental contracts covering the period from I Jun . 1880 
through I Dec. 1882. 
93. Hamill, Gold Rush, p. 91. 
94. Weinberg, Decorative Work, pp. 194-205; cf. Helene Barbara Weinberg, "The Decoration of the United 
Congregational Church," Newport History, voL 174, Winter 1974, pp. 109-20. 
95. Oliver H.P. La Farge, "Art and the Client," pp. 8-9, manuscript of lecture delivered in Seattle in 1912, HLFP. 
The rug used as the basis for the ceiling decoration was given to the church in 1989 by La Farge ' s grand-
daughter, Frances S. Childs, and is today displayed in the gallery above the right aisle. 
96. La Farge, "Art and the Client," p. 9. 
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attached to the ceiling."97 All that remains of this decoration is a whitewashed mold-
ing on the ceiling of what is now an entry hall separating two apartments. Also gone 
are "additions of stained glass ... made from time to time in the small panels of the side 
lights to the doorway of the front hall."98 
The 1880s involved continual turmoil for La Farge. By mid-1883, he became the butt 
of jokes for mishandling the late phases of the commission for Cornelius Vanderbilt II. 
He teetered on the brink of financial ruin, proving that even an "eminent artist in 
stained glass, failed .. .just like any other ordinary everyday bankrupt, showing by this 
that eminent artists in stained glass are not superior to other mortals as men of 
business."99 The La Farge Decorative Art Company, which was formed to save him, 
soon became the bane of his existence. By late 1884, he was at war with his partners, 
withholding services and hiding color studies and photographs needed to produce 
decorative works . When they had him arrested for grand larceny in May 1885, La 
Farge went from being the most fashionable decorative artist in New York to its most 
famous artistic pariah, even though the charges ultimately were dropped. 100 
La Farge's personal life also took an unfortunate turn in the 1880s. His son John 
noted that his father did not "forewarn himself sufficiently lest another spell be cast 
on him .. . that of the white magic of women:" 
And the women were not the coarse, seductive and sensual type, but women of 
intellect of high social standing, though some were honeyed flatterers. They 
were captivated by a man who transcended the crassness and crudeness of the 
social and business world around them. On such matters a man's children cannot 
speak too apodictically. Possibly there was something graver in the case, but 
reports of such did not reach us. lOt 
Unfortunately, what Father La Farge spoke of as a possibility has proved to be a 
reality. There was indeed "something graver." Recently rediscovered letters from La 
Farge to one of his assistants, Mary Whitney (1855-1940), indicate that he began a 
romantic relationship with her sometime around Easter 1882. The relationship contin-
ued off and on until the end of the artist's life. 
97. Hamill , Gold Rush , p. 90. 
98 . Ibid. 
99. [Editorial], Crockery and Glass Journal. vol. 18.29 Nov . 1883, p. 23. 
100. La Farge hid his arrest from posterity by purging his studio records of references to the fiasco. Only 
recently have the court papers pertaining to the Grand Larceny case, filed after a complaint to police by 
a partner. George A. Chamberlin, surfaced in the New York City Municipal Archives. 
10 I. La Farge . Mallner is Ordinary, pp. 29-30. 
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Mary Whitney was the granddaughter of one of the founding fathers of Binghamton, 
New York. In 1878, she married Henry Lawrence of Mooers, New York, in the north-
east corner of the state. From all indications, they chose to live apart within a year of 
being married. Mary's rather unaccomplished self-portrait, supposedly painted around 
the time of her wedding, shows a decidedly pretty countenance with brilliant blue 
eyes, a feature noted throughout her long life. She evidently came to New York in 
1879 as a writer of verse for the New York Ledger. 102 At first as a model and then as a 
painting assistant, she began working in La Farge's atelier around the time he re-
ceived the Vanderbilt commissions in 1880. Their romance assumed curious dimen-
sions, both before and after the death of her husband in 1890. Remarkably, the affair 
was carried on while La Farge's son, C. Grant, served as an assistant in the studio 
from 1884 to 1885. In addition, George Lewis Heins (1860-1907), who married La Farge's 
youngest and favorite sister Aimee in 1896, worked with Grant and Mary Whitney on 
projects for La Farge in 1884. 
Mary Whitney claimed to have several hundred letters from La Farge, but only 
about fifteen of these have been located, along with several other letters to a confi-
dante. Even these few scraps of correspondence shed light on the relationship. "Can 
my love for you tide over such moments [of depression]?" La Farge wrote in 1882. 
"My dear Mary, the more you will let me know of your mind and of your wishes and 
feelings the more certainly can I be with you in mind, and wishes, and feelings."103 La 
Farge's financial failure in 1883 and the ensuing legal battles strained the relationship. 
Mary lost her job in the fall of 1884, no doubt as a retaliatory move by La Farge's 
partners. In serious financial distress, she returned to Broome County. La Farge's 
correspondence with her assumed a tortured tone: "I write mechanically, to take your 
hand across the distance, as I might-without speaking-were you here."I04 
La Farge speculated that he and Mary might right the firm and lead it in a new 
direction. 105 The formal demise of the La Farge Decorative Art Company in October 
1885 dashed this hope, but, even so, Mary returned to work for La Farge not long 
after. Her name appears alongside his on the mural representing Christ's Ascension, 
executed between 1886 and 1888 for the Church of the Ascension in New YorkYI6 In 
102. "History Made in Spot on Highway to Conklin," clipping in the Broome County Hi stori cal Society, 
Binghamton, New York, from unidentified newspaper [presumably Binghamton Press). The article was 
written sometime before Mary Whitney Lawrence's death in 1940 since she provided information on her 
affiliation with the New York Ledger, along with other biographical details, to the reporter. 
103. La Farge to Mary Whitney , 8 Sept. 1882, LFFP NYHS. 
104. La Farge to Mary Whitney, 26 Sept. 1884, LFFP NYHS. 
105. La Farge to Mary Whitney, undated [late 1885 or early 1886], LFFP NYHS, 
106, The full inscription is painted above an entablature separating the mural from a reredos: "John La Farge 
and Mary Whitney Carried Out This With The Assistance of Geo L Rose and Gabriel Chenes, 1886" 1888," 
Rose and Chenes both worked for La Farge during the early I 880s, 
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Broome County, where she settled after the death of her mother in 1892 at the Whitney 
homestead on Conklin Road just south of Binghamton, tradition maintains that she 
also posed for the figure of the Madonna in this mural. 107 With Bancel La Farge, Mary 
helped run the New York studio during La Farge's prolonged absence in the South 
Seas from August 1890 through late November 1891.108 La Farge's correspondence 
with Mary continued until the artist's death, tinged at times with bathos. "We may 
paint together in another world, where you will do better than I," La Farge fantasized 
in 1892, shortly after Mary had returned to live in Broome County.l09 
In New York, La Farge lived the self-proclaimed life of a "bachelor man."11O In 
Newport, he remained to his children a revered if remote father figure. John La Farge 
SJ. said that his mother "always taught us to love him" and "I never once heard her 
utter a bitter word. She was always insistent that all of us children must understand 
him, that he was not like other people, that he was just himself and it would be very 
foolish of us to expect anything else."111 For her part, Margaret maintained the facade 
of a good Catholic home and marriage. Her daughter Margaret Angela later upheld 
the tradition when asked by her nephew Henry A. La Farge (1902-1985) if there were 
any letters at home that might go in a book of La Farge's correspondence. Noting that 
her mother had destroyed "quantities" of letters that "were not interesting & dwelt 
always on financial difficulties & his troubles real and imaginary," she wrote, 
The difficulty about publishing any of his letters is that which still exists and 
which she dreaded as I do too, that references to her married life with him, which 
was very grim, would creep in despite all care to keep them out. She hid as much 
107. Marjory B. Hinman, "Mary Whitney, the 'Madonna,'" Broome County Historical SOCiety Newsletter, 
Summer 1989. pp. 1·2. Cf. "History Made in Spot on Highway to Conklin." The clipping also claims that 
Mary posed for the figures of angels and other figures in numerous windows and murals aside from the 
Ascension mural. See also "Mary Whitney Lawrence Dies Sunday Afternoon," clipping dating from 1940 
from unidentified newspaper, Broome County Historical Society. Mary's main reason for returning to the 
Conklin farm after the death of her parents was to care for her sister, Jennie Olive Whitney (1858·1939), 
who was mentally ill. 
108. Mary Whitney Lawrence to C.C. Buell, I Aug. 1890, Century Correspondence, Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California; and same correspondent to Richard Watson Gilder, 2 Sept. 1890, same archives. 
109. La Farge to Mary Whitney, 15 Feb. 1892, LFFP NYHS. La Farge also seems to have given Mary Whitney 
a large number of his works of art that were later acquired by a Princeton collector, Alden Sampson. 
These surfaced after La Farge's death and remained among Sampson's descendants until the 1970s. 
Mary Whitney consigned one early self·portrait from this group of material to Doll and Richards on 19 Jun. 
1916 and it was returned to her unsold on 23 May 1923; see Archives of American Art, Doll and Richards 
Papers [not microfilmed], Record of Works, vol. 5 (Box 31), p. 429, no. 18. 
110. La Farge to Henry Adams, 16 Mar. 1907, La Farge Family Papers, Yale University Library (hereafter LFFP 
Yale). 
III . La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, pp. 30·31. 
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Mary Whitney Lawrence painted this rather unaccomplished Self-Portrait 
supposedly around the time of her marriage to Henry Lawrence in 1878. Oil on 
linen, 20 x 16 inches. Courtesy of the Broome County Historical Society, Binghamton, 
New York. 
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as she could from the public and suffered much in doing so ... .It is not pleasant to 
write you all thi s, for I don't want your generation to have to listen to old family 
tragedies which had best be forgotten.' ' 2 
La Farge's neglect of the family during the 1880s manifests itself vividly in the elo-
quent words of his youngest son, John, who recalled seeing his father no more than 
five or six weeks annually during his childhood.' \3 When he was eleven, young John 
accompanied Margaret to the docks to greet his father who was returning from his 
extended tour of the South Seas. He noted, "I was charmed to see that Father was a 
real person, who wore an impressive black beard. I was glad to know that I really had 
a father in fact, since my picture of him before that time had been quite indefinite."'14 
Margaret compensated for her husband's absence by devoting herself to John and 
her unmarried daughter Margaret Angela. With John, Margaret was as much friend 
and companion as mother. Being "a tremendous walker," she took him on tours of the 
beaches and cliff walk. They also undertook bicycling expeditions around the island. 
Margaret's contribution to John's cultural development was significant. She guided 
him in reading and gave him piano lessons from an early age. liS She even took him 
into her confidences in an unusually grown-up manner. When he was just fourteen, 
she broke news that could not have been a complete surprise: "There is something I 
think you ought to understand. You ought to know that your father does not properly 
look after us. He means well, but nevertheless I am at times forgotten, and there are 
times when I must turn to Almighty God for help." The gesture made young John feel 
like "a partner with her" in sharing "anxieties and heartaches," as well as "manly and 
protective. "116 
Margaret was in her early fifties in 1892 when her sister-in-law, Elizabeth (Lilla) 
Cabot Perry (1848-1933), painted her in a striking formal portrait. Lilla worked in the 
evocative French style of her early mentor William Morris Hunt, eschewing tempo-
rarily the Impressionist style that she embraced in her landscapes of the period. The 
portrait is an extraordinary tour-de-force of painting, as well as a telling psychological 
profile. With a rather gaunt countenance, sunken eyes, and wistful expression, Mar-
garet seems to betray the secret torments that had made her look old and worn 
beyond her years . 
La Farge's estrangement from Margaret was never so complete that it broke apart 
the family. Indeed, in 1895 and 1896, circumstances conspired to reunite the family in 
11 2. Margarel Angela La Farge 10 Henry A. La Farge, 12 Mar. 1947, HLFP. 
11 3. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary. p. 16. 
114. Ibid, p. 3. 
11 5. Ibid, p. 140. Cf. Robert A. Hechl. "Falher John La Farge," unpublished manusc ript, HLFP, chapter 2, p. 
8. 
116. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. 30. 
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Margaret was in her early fifties in 1892 when her sister-in-law Elizabeth (Lilla) 
Cabot Perry painted her in a striking formal portrait. Oil on canvas, 27 x 21 inches. 
From private collection. Photograph by Helga Photo Studio. 
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This charming photograph of Margaret was taken at the chateau of Amboise in 
1903. Snapshot photograph. Courtesy of the Preservation Society of Newport 
County. Gift of Mrs. Henry A. La Farge. 
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New York for a time. As a sophomore in high school, John developed gastric ills that 
later turned out to be non-acute appendicitis. Before correct diagnosis, doctors rec-
ommended special treatment in a New York clinic. 1I7 While Margaret Angela stayed 
behind in Newport to take care of the house, Margaret and young John joined La 
Farge, Grant, and Bancel in New York where they lived during 1895 at 55 Clinton Place, 
a house rented from the editor Richard Watson Gilder (1844-1909) . The next year, they 
lived at 20 East 10th Street, near La Farge's studio. From all indications, La Farge 
assumed monetary responsibility for the entire family at this time, something made 
possible by his great financial success as a watercolorist after 1890. He even seems 
to have promised John to help him out as long as he needed financial aid, a pledge 
that endured until John became a Jesuit priest in 1905. 118 
In 1897, after his appendix had been removed, young John enrolled at Harvard, 
ending this temporary family living arrangement. Margaret and Margaret Angela 
were frequent visitors to Boston during the next four years. John had decided in 1892 
that he wanted to be a priest, a vocation he pursued seriously after graduating from 
Harvard in 1901. Margaret supported his decision, despite his father's initial opposi-
tion. Late that year, he enrolled in the seminary at Innsbruck University in Austria. 
"When I said good-by to my mother in Newport in July 1901 it was the only time in my 
life that I had ever seen her weep," John recalled, "and yet it was in this as in so many 
other matters she was my staunchest supporter." This said, Margaret pleaded with 
John on this occasion, "Don't let them make you a Jesuit," to which he replied with 
unsuspecting irony, "Mother, dear, nothing can ever make me a Jesuit."119 
In the summer of 1902, again despite La Farge's opposition, Margaret and Margaret 
Angela crossed the Atlantic to tour the Tyrol and Bavaria with John. The two Margarets 
returned to Europe for Easter of 1903, where they met John in Rome to attend a 
general audience with Pope Leo XIII. That summer, the three joined up again in Paris 
to visit northern cathedrals and the Loire Valley, where a charming photograph of 
Margaret was taken at the chateau of Amboise. "My mother was an ideal traveling 
companion," John noted, "thoroughly posted on geography and her perusal of 
Baedeker and Augustus J.C. Hare, as well as the hints that my father always provided 
for her. Her wiry person was not easily wearied, and her retentive memory made the 
recollection of her trips months later almost as interesting as the traveling itself."12o 
In Brittany, they visited the aristocratic Barre de Nanteuil family, relatives of La Farge's 
mother. 
117. Ibid, pp. 54-55; Hechl, "Father John La Farge," chapter 2, p. 3. 
118. John La Farge SJ. to Margaret Mason Perry La Farge, 22 Mar. 1905, LFFP NYHS. 
119. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, pp. 76-77. 
120. Ibid, p. 106. Cf. Hecht, "Father John La Farge," chapter 3, p. 8. 
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Following the tour of the Continent, the threesome took a steamer across the 
English Channel and a train to Rye, Sussex, where they visited Henry James. He was, 
the younger John felt, "the sole living friend who, knowing my father, could sympa-
thetically comprehend the many factors that had helped to create the contrast be-
tween the La Farge of the Bayou n~che and the La Farge of the Tenth Street studio 
building and the Century Club."121 Margaret later remarked to John "in a matter-of-
fact manner, that she was the only woman with whom Henry James was ever deeply in 
love." Though Margaret denied being the inspiration for Henry James's Portrait of a 
Lady, as was rumored at the time, she "did believe, however, that her ghost flitted 
through some of the other stories."122 Not long after they left Sussex and had re-
paired to London, Henry James wrote to John: 
Your Mother and Margaret [Angela] seem slightly pathetic to me, left to struggle 
alone with the mighty monster-yet I reflect that their solitude is probably 
already tempered by your friendly contacts and encounters .. .. Give my very best 
to your companions, and believe in the great pleasure our reunion here has 
brought after so long years to yours, my dear John .123 
In the spring of 1904, Margaret decided to undertake the long journey to Seattle to 
see Oliver, her second youngest son who had lived there since 1901 engaged in the 
real estate and insurance business. 124 Margaret Angela went along, leaving the New-
port house vacant for the summer. La Farge, who had been ill in April 1904, decided to 
spend the summer in Newport, where he had purchased a studio on the corner of 
Champlin Street and Prairie Avenue in 1903 to work on murals for the Supreme Court 
Chamber in the State Capitol at St. Paul, Minnesota. 125 The younger John decided to 
come back from Austria for the summer and found himself with his father, alone in 
Newport. "Father worked busily, as was his custom during the day, dictating, paint-
ing, and generally orderin.g everybody around. But delightful were our long August 
121. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, p. III; and Hecht, "Father John La Farge," chapter 3, p. 10. 
122. Ibid. 
123. La Farge, Manner is Ordinary, pp. 112-113. 
124. On 25 Jan. 1916, Oliver wrote a brief autobiography of his varied career, which included stints in a sugar 
refinery, railway company, and fireproof building underwriting firm in the east before 1898. Afrer 1898, 
heallh considerations took him oUl west. In Seanle, he became partner in the firm Bond and La Farge, 
an insurance and real estate business that led him later into various other really and mortgage loan 
companies. In 1904, he served as an agent for his brother Christopher Grant's architectural firm , Heins 
and La Farge, in the building of the Seatile Cathedral. In 1909, his involvement with the Seanle Fine Arts 
Comminee led to the mounting of Seanle's first major art exhibition, a one-man show of his father's work. 
Oliver's biography is reproduced in Hamill, Gold Rush, pp. 123-25. 
125. Land Evidence Book. vol. 80, p. 29, dated 31 Aug . 1903, Newport City Hall. 
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